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literature software for enhancing the reading skills of students with learning disabili-
ties.
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Questionnaires are used by faculty developers, administrators,
Saculty, and students in higher education to assess need, conduct
research, and evaluate teaching or learning. While used often, ques-
tionnaires may be the most misused method of collecting information,
due to the potential for sampling error and nonsampling error, which
includes questionnaire design, sample selection, nonresponse, word-
ing, social desirability, recall, format, order, and context effects. This
article offers methods and strategies to minimize these errors during
questionnaire development, discusses the importance of pilot-testing
questionnaires, and underscores the importance of an ethical ap-
proach to the process. Examples relevant to higher education illus-
trate key points.

Questionnaires are used by administrators, faculty, suppott staff,
students, and faculty developers in higher education for many reasons.
For example, faculty developers conduct needs assessments of faculty
to detetmine relevant content for workshops or programs. Faculty
developers also work with faculty to develop and implement question-
naires in the classroom to assess teaching and learning effectiveness
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or to conduct an alumnifemployer survey to determine academic
readiness for the job. ‘

Those developing the questionnaire must think carefully about its
purpose. As a result of having collected this information, what is it
that will be learned? What is the desired outcome? As the question-
naire is developed, it is tempting to add a few more items and get mote
information “just in case.” Remember that each item in the question-
naire must relate directly to the intent or outcome—the stated purpose
of the questionnaire. Adding “just a few more items” leads down
tangential paths best left for another questionnaire or perhaps another
mode of data collection.

Questionnaires may be used to explore, explain, desctibe, or
determine satisfaction. They may collect information to measure
attitudes, behaviors, and perceptions of a sample of students, faculty,
or administrators. Faculty developers draw inferences about the larger
population from the sample responding to the questionnaire.

Although widely used, questionnaires may be the most misused
method of collecting information. Too often they are put together
- hurriedly with ambiguous questions crowded on each page in an
attempt to keep the questionnaire shott to save on postage. Question-

raires such as these will likely yield a low response rate with inaccu-
rate, incomplete information. Effective design and use of
questionnaires requires methodical planning, content expettise, time,
and money. Some of the more common problems faced when devel-
oping questionnaires include errors related to sampling, nonresponse,
fotmat, order, design, wording, social desirability, recall, and context
effects. This article focuses on ways in which such etror can be
controlled or accounted for when developing questionnaires and pro-
vides examples related to faculty development in higher education.

Sources of Error

The Sample

Faculty developers must define criteria or characteristics that will
describe those included in the sample as well as criteria or charac-
teristics that will describe those excluded from the sample. A sample
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can be selected from a relatively complete list of individuals in the
population to be studied. Faculty developets might want to survey
faculty to determine their level of satisfaction with services provided.
The director of a teaching center might randomly select names from
faculty who used the center but, due to chance, end up with mostly
faculty from one college. A method to assure a more equitable distri-
bution of faculty representation could be to compile a list of faculty
from each of the six colleges who used the center. If the sampling
design calls for selecting a sample from one in every three faculty on
the list, this arrangement ensures that faculty would be selected from
each of the six colleges dependent on the length of the lists. A sample
can also be selected from a group of people who go somewhere or do
something relative to a certain topic. For example, an administrator
might be interested in faculty from a specific school or college,
including only them in the sample. Regardless of the method used to
select the sample, some degree of error will be present. Sampling etror,
ot the imprecision in a survey, occurs because only a part of an entire
population is being studied. Sampling error is generally a function of
three things: diversity of what is being measured, the size of the
sample, and the size of the population (Lavtakas, 1993). Itis calculated
and described statistically as the standard error of a mean.

Myths abound in determining sample size. One myth is that a
fraction of the population must be specified for the sample (i.e., data
must be gathered on five percent of all faculty in an institution). Not
true. A second myth is that the size of the population from which a
sample is drawn has an impact on how well the sample will describe
the population. Not true. In truth, if all else is equal, a sample of 150
will describe a population of 15,000 or 15 million with the same degree
of accuracy (Fowler, 1992). A third myth is that national surveys
should include about 1,500 people while state or local surveys should
number about 500. Again, untrue (Fowler, 1992).

Sample size is determined by the purpose and content under study.
A thorough analysis of the overall plan is critical to determine sample
size. Will separate estimates be necessary for males and females,
seniorand junior faculty, or for faculty from different disciplines? Will
separate regional estimates be necessary for a national sample? Those
in charge of the questionnaire need to identify any subgroups among
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potential respondents and estimate the sample size necessary to pro-
vide a representative sample of each subgroup.

How accurately do the characteristics of the sample describe the
population? The answer depends, in part, on whether or not all people
or things in the population had at least some probability of being
included in the sample. Coverage errors result when everyone or
everything did not have the same chance. For example, in an electronic
mail survey of all students, those who have no computer have zero
probability of being sampled and may have had more (fewer) prob-
lems during the past quarter than the group with computers. To the
extent that the topic under study is correlated with the coverage/non-
coverage issue, the accuracy of the questionnaire’s findings will be
lowered (Lavrakas, 1993).

Nonresponse

Of concern when using mailed questionnaires is whether or not
the response rate will be sufficient. Faculty developers must define an
adequate response rate at the onset of the study. This is especially
challenging since no standatdized formula exists, and a review of the
literature reveals diverse opinions on the subject. Bailey (1997) reports
a 30% response rate to be reasonable if respondents are interested in
the study, while Babbie (1998) suggests that a response tate of at least
50% is adequate for analysis and repotting; 60% is good; and a
response rate of 70% or more is very good. Another researcher
suggests that every effort should be made to obtain a response rate of
80% to 90% if mailed questionnaires are used (Kerlinger, 1986). If
nontesponse is a significant problem, a new sample should be selected.

An effort should also be made to determine whether or not
nonrespondents differ from respondents. If there is no difference
between the two groups, study findings can be extrapolated from one
group to the other. If differences between respondents and nonrespon-
dents are found, results are limited strictly to respondents, One way to
determine the characteristics of honrespondents, and thus the costs of
nonresponse to a study, is to interview or send a postcard/short
followup questionnaire to a sample of nonrespondents. In this way
tesearchers can obtain demographics relevant to the study (e.g., fac-
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ulty expetience, discipline, years as a mentor) and reason(s) for their
original nonresponse. Be forewarned that events occurring between
the time the original questionnaire was received and the time of the
followup call or postcard can influence information given by nonre-
spondents. Compating information from nonrespondents and respon-
dents may not provide a definitive description about the two groups
because the method used to obtain nonrespondent information may
differ from the method used in the study-at-large. The compatison
will, however, give some indication of how similar or dissimilar the
two groups ate.

How much of an attempt should be made to increase response rates
and obtain information on nonrespondents? It depends on many things
including time, money, the study design, purpose, and content. When
using a mailed questionnaire, faculty developers can do several things
to remind the sample to return it. They can send out a reminder
postcard two weeks after the original mailing to those who have yet
to return it. Upon receipt of the postcard, however, respondents may
not be able to complete the questionnaire even if they wanted to
because they probably threw it away. An ideal reminder method is to
send another complete packet of materials to nonrespondents with a
note emphasizing the importance of their contribution. As with this or
any other reminder, it is appropriate to advise the respondent to ignore
the reminder if they already responded. This procedure was followed
three times over two months in a study using a self-administered
questionnaite. The original mailing yielded a response rate of 48%
while the second mailing of a complete packet resulted in a 78%
response. The third mailing, coupled with a reminder phone call to
each nonrespondent, resulted in a response rate of 95% (Nolinske,
1994).

In attempts to increase response rates, faculty developers must be
assertive yet unoffensive in methods used to engage respondents.
Mailing the questionnaire in an eye-catching yet professional enve-
lope can set it apart from other mail. Respondents might also be enticed
with motivatots such as money, food, or a promise to send a summary
of the results (Fowler, 1992).

Most importantly, people are likely to respond to a questionnaire,
regardless of length, if clear, concise questions are presented in an
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uncluttered format (Fowler, 1992) and accompanied by a cover letter
that makes the topic of the study relevant to them.

Reliability and Validity

A reliable questionnaire yields consistent responses, suggesting
the same data will be collected in repeated observations of the same
phenomena. The faculty developer can then assume that differences
in responses ate likely due to differences in respondents’ points of
view, not from differences in interpreting the questionnaire. Item
wording is very important in shaping reliability. Respondents should
have a sense of what constitutes an acceptable response based on the
item itself or by something communicated to them by the researcher
(Fowler, 1992).

Reliability is not to be confused with the concept of validity. A
questionnaire is generally valid to the extent that measurement proce-
dures accurately reflect the topic under study. The concept of validity
has more to do with assuring accuracy of responses than does the
concept of reliability, which assures consistency of responses. There
are several types of validity, each of which must be addressed by the
faculty developer when still in the development phase of the question-
naite. Reliable items contribute towards a valid questionnaire.
Chances of validity increase when multiple items and varied formats
are used (Babbie, 1998; Fowler, 1992).

Pilot studies, in which a draft of the questionnaire is sent to a
representative sample from the target population, can determine how
reliable and valid items are. If possible, respondents should be inter-
viewed to determine which items were unclear or misleading. If not,
it is a good idea to include a feedback page asking specific questions
about the questionnaire-draft. Was it easy to follow? Which items
were confusing? Why? What sections or items were most/least diffi-
cult? Why? Modifications to items based on these responses will
improve the content, reliability, validity, and flow of the questionnaire.
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Social Desirability

Respondents may feel threatened by questionnaire items that are
controversial or of a sensitive nature, such as race, gender, or income
(Fowlet, 1992; Lavrakas, 1993). In fact, issues thought to be socially
undesirable are underreported significantly more than other issues
(Johanson, 1993; Kerlinger, 1986; Lavrakas, 1993). Often respon-
dents will not answer sensitive items due to mistrust that the informa-
tion will not be held in confidence. For example, in writing a
questionnaite to determine whether female faculty report sexual har-
assment more often than male faculty, care must be taken to establish
trust with respondents. This may be accomplished through careful
wording and ordering of items on the questionnaire. This means
placing sensitive items, including demogtaphics, towards the latter
half of the questionnaire. By the time respondents get to the end they
are warmed up, have a sense of what the questionnaire is about, and
are more likely to respond to sensitive items. Use of a questionnaire
(as opposed to an interview) to gather sensitive information can make
some respondents feel invisible and increase the likelihood of their
response on controversial or sensitive issues.

Confidentiality and Anonymity

Respondents are often promised that data will be kept confiden-
tial. This is stated in a cover lettet, on the questionnaire, or in signed
agreements between the respondent and the researcher. Each member
of the research team should also sign a letter of intent stating they will
maintain confidentiality. One way of doing this is to keep information
such as respondents’ names and addresses separate, so that one cannot
be linked to the other. Assigning study numbers at the onset of the
study is a good way to forget about names entirely, since the list linking
a number to a name is locked away in a file. Individuals such as
supervisors or colleagues who might be able to identify people with
their responses (e.g., by handwriting or demographics) should not be
allowed to look at the actual completed questionnaite.

When analyzing data, care should be taken to report data in
aggregate, avoiding small categories in which individual respondents
could be singled out and recognized. Even so, respondents may still
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